INTRODUCTION
As one of the most highly acclaimed fiction writers of his generation, David Foster Wallace had many things to say on a seemingly endless variety of topics. In his last work, the unfinished novel The Pale King, he chose to elaborate on, of all things, tax policy and tax administration. 1 One of his real targets may have been how to handle boredom in the workplace and become a "successful" adult. But he chose tax issues to explore these themes, creating "the great American tax novel." 2 In preparing and researching The Pale King over a fourteen year period from 1994 until his suicide in 2008, 3 Wallace left behind thousands of pages of notes, now housed along with his entire collected works (the "Collected Works") at the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin. This collection includes all of the original materials from which I. GROWING UP AND DEALING WITH WORK AND DRUDGERY
A. Tax Work as Ultimate Drudgery
Wallace delved into the world of tax because he knew that it was normally identified with boredom, often hilariously so. Wallace claims The Pale King is a nonfiction account of "a single, long-past year I spent in exile from anything I remotely cared about or was interested in, serving out time as little more than one tiny ephemeral drone-like cog in an immense federal bureaucracy."
7 Like most of the novel, however, Wallace's alleged IRS work experience as well as his tax policy discussions are either mainly or entirely made up. 8 In 2000, roughly six years into the research for this book, Wallace apparently came up with this idea as he discusses in a background note where he indicates that the novel will be a "fake memoir," which he called the "ultimate fiction." 9 Wallace uses tax work to emphasize how we can overcome even the seemingly most mundane of tasks. He believed (and was likely correct) that working on one's tax return is quite possibly the most deadly dull work that members of the public ever do. Accordingly, these same taxpayers would view a career working in tax, and especially at the soulless IRS, with dread.
Throughout The Pale King, Wallace empathizes with workers as they struggle through the routine aspects of bureaucratic tax work. For instance, for one IRS clerk time seems to crawl to a halt during the workday because the tax work is "soul murderingly" boring. 10 In another example, the office work is so stupefyingly tedious that an IRS agent sits dead at his work desk for four days without anyone noticing. 11 Another agent, Lane Dean Jr., reviews tax returns and feels, "boredom beyond any boredom he'd ever felt. This made the routing desk at UPS look like a day at Six Flags."
12
Wallace explores dullness less directly through the book's writing style that contains jargon-filled tax discussions that are presumably largely gibberish to non-experts. Consider this discussion by an unnamed IRS agent:
[I]t's not even clear now when you say corporation whether we're talking about Cs or Ss, LLCs, corporate associations, plus you've got closely-helds and public, plus those sham corporations that are really just limited partnerships loaded up with non-recourse debt to generate paper losses, which are basically just parasites on the tax system. 13 Like a law review article gone wild, The Pale King also includes hundreds of lengthy footnotes, including some that go on for several pages, about obscure IRS facts, knowing that only the most patient reader would try to wade through this seemingly boring (and at times irrelevant) material. Here is part of one note where the fictional David Wallace worries about saving for retirement in light of various tax incentives:
By age forty, artist or no, the reality is that only an imprudent chump would neglect to start saving and investing for eventual retirement, especially in this era of tax-deferred IRA and SEP-IRA plans with such generous annual tax-exempt caps-and extra-especially if you can S-corp yourself and let the corporation make an additional annual pension contribution, over and above your IRA, as a contractual "employee benefit," thereby exempting that extra amount from your taxable income, too. The tax laws right now are practically down on one knee, begging upper-income Americans to take advantage of this provision. The trick, of course, is earning enough to qualify as an upper-income American-Deos fortioribus adesse ["The gods are on the side of the stronger"].
14
The use of elaborate footnotes and cross-references may have been part of Wallace's broader goal to explore how literature shapes the way we read and pay attention to details. He may be testing the reader's ability to sort the wheat from the chaff: "there actually is quite a lot of important material in Wallace's endnotes, yet to discover it, one has to wade through lots of 12 Id. at 379. 13 Id. at 142.
14 Id. at 83 n.21 (translation added).
cruft." 15 Wallace's approach to fiction has been characterized as an "encyclopedic novel," following the style of authors such as Dante, James Joyce, and Thomas Pynchon, where he provides a cultural history through oral accounts of past events, newspaper clips, and drawn-out narratives. 16 From the detailed and technical nature of his footnotes, it is clear that Wallace took his study of tax policy seriously. After being awarded the MacArthur Foundation "Genius" award in 1997 and having Infinite Jest listed in Time Magazine's Top 100 English language novels of all time, Wallace chose not to move to Manhattan to increase his social and literary powers (as many professional writers would be tempted to do). 17 Instead, he enrolled in three years of tax courses at Illinois State University, 18 which most fiction writers would consider tantamount to spending an eternity in Dante's ninth circle of Hell being forever chewed by Satan.
19
In notes to his professors, Wallace peppered them with questions about arcane aspects of taxation; he also reached out and corresponded with tax accountants and tax lawyers. 20 He worked his way through complicated 
B. Tax Policy Really Matters Even if Tedious
The world of tax enabled Wallace to explore how ostensibly boring topics like tax policy and tax administration have a vital impact on the lives of real people. In particular, tax rules are important as they constitute an implicit agreement to divvy up the social pie in a way deemed acceptable by citizens within a democracy (or, more cynically, by corporate lobbyists).
Consider his discussion of a failed Illinois sales tax reform in the 1970s. 25 In this comic fabrication, Wallace tells us how the government of Illinois once came up with a scheme to give a sales tax break to lower income taxpayers by enacting a progressive rate tax whereby goods valued at over $5 would be subjected to higher rates. As a result, taxpayers dodged the tax by buying goods below the $5 threshold or by colluding with retailers for multiple below-threshold purchases: "used-car dealers . . . were willing to sell you a car as an agglomeration of separate little transactions for front bumpers, right rear wheel well, alternator coil, . . . the purchase structured as thousands of different $4.99 transactions." 26 In short, the tax was a disaster as it failed to account for taxpayers' likely behavioral responses to the tax.
27
Wallace shows how tax rule changes that properly account for taxpayer behavioral responses can lead to startling societal benefits. In another example, Wallace fictionalizes the true story, which he apparently learned in one of his tax classes, 28 of how an IRS agent came up with an idea that ultimately generated billions of dollars in extra tax revenues. 29 The agent realized that many Americans were filing fictitious dependent child information to access tax benefits (for instance, past audits had turned up pets instead of human children). The agent proposed a filing change whereby taxpayers must list the Social Security number of each dependent child. Once the IRS implemented this change, they found that roughly seven million alleged dependents had disappeared from the tax rolls, leading to the collection of billions of dollars in new revenues.
Wallace spends more time on teasing out a massive battle in the mid1980s within the IRS itself over the direction of, the "Service," as it is called by IRS employees. In his background notes, he described the battle as "[w]here 2 Factions Fight it out. . . . Rivalry-those who want computerized, returns-based approach and those who want Agent-based approach. Final Contest." 30 On the one hand, under the "Spackman Initiative," the IRS wants to re-orient itself into a business where taxpayers are treated as customers and the performance of IRS agents is measured largely by the amount of "profits" that are generated from audits. 31 On the 27 On a related point, the relationship between behavioral economics and taxation is an area of growing academic and policy interest. other, the older bureaucrats want to maintain what they see as a moral orientation whereby IRS workers are to strive toward justice.
32
The stakes are high:
It was . . . like watching an enormous machine come to consciousness and start trying to think and feel like a real human. The terror of concurrent films like Terminator and Blade Runner was based around just this premise . . . but of course in the case of the Service the convulsions, and fallout, although more diffuse and undramatic, had an actual impact on Americans' lives. 33 The problem, according to Wallace, is that these bureaucratic changes seem so boring to the public that they fail to appreciate the policy outcomes that affect their lives in important ways: "The real reason why U.S. citizens were . . . not aware of these conflicts [within the IRS], changes, and stakes is that the whole subject of tax policy and administration is dull. Massively, spectacularly dull."
34
As Lawrence Zelenak notes, this internal IRS clash did not actually occur during this era. Rather, the conflict took place in the late 1990s, when IRS reforms stressed the need to treat taxpayers as customers whose needs and wants must be respected. 35 Instead, reform efforts in the mid-1980s stressed the need to broaden the tax base, reduce tax rates, and inhibit loopholes, resulting in the enactment of the Tax Reform Act of 1986.
36
Wallace was presumably more familiar with the late-1990s reforms as he was studying tax accounting during this period, and would likely have heard his course instructors discuss the efforts. By mixing up the time periods, Wallace may have been displaying his use of recursive text to illustrate how later events are embedded in earlier ones, and indeed how a close examination of the earlier events would reveal the direction of subsequent happenings. 32 See id. at 72, 82-84, 103, 114, 119. 33 Id. at 82 n.19. 34 Id. at 85. So the mid-1980s reforms to reduce tax rates and brackets, broaden the tax base, and make the tax system more efficient become Wallace's fictional story about the 1980s instrumental vision of technology replacing human auditors. Both lead to the same outcome: the late-1990s businesslike emphasis on taxpayers as clients. 37 Indeed, Wallace identifies the probusiness thrust of the IRS "beginning to gather force in the Service as early as the Nixon administration."
38 While the Tax Reform Act of 1986 was among the most lauded reform efforts by tax advisors and tax academics in recent generations, 39 a closer examination, Wallace may be suggesting, reveals how these efforts led to less helpful policies at a later date.
Wallace appears to use the dialectic between the traditional valueemphasizing IRS and the more recent efficiency-obsessed one to explore an aspect of tension within modernity where, on the one hand, we have more wealth and things (e.g., smart phones and robot cars) while on the other we are becoming increasingly tied to machines. In legal scholarship, this tension may have been most famously studied by two sociologists of law, Max Weber and Jacques Ellul. 40 In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber claimed that Puritan ethics and ideas influenced the development of capitalism, encouraging an organizational shift towards rationalization/ bureaucratization, from a value-oriented organization to a goal-oriented organization. 41 As a result, the increased rationalization of human life traps individuals in an "iron cage" of rule-based, rational control: the new economic order "is now bound to the technical and economic conditions of 37 See supra text accompanying notes 25-31. 38 PALE KING, supra note 1, at 261 n.5. 39 Academics generally supported the reform on the basis that it promoted efficiency by reducing the amount of rate brackets and broadening the tax base as well as equity by cutting back on tax preferences for corporations and high income individuals. The reforms were replicated to a certain extent in other countries. Ellul similarly suggested in The Technological Society that people in modern society increasingly order their lives to accommodate the demand of rationality and efficiency, the mode of operation upon which machines exist. 43 In this technological society all of life is being subsumed by "technique" described as "the totality of methods rationally arrived at and having absolute efficiency . . . in every field of human activity." 44 In essence, everything people do (whether aware of this or not) is measured against the rationality and efficiency of their actions. In a background note for his research into The Pale King V o l . 1 2 2 0 1 5 | W a l l a c e o n T a x P o l i c y | 9 48 This may be especially true for so much professional work that increasingly involves analyzing vast amounts of data, sorting the wheat from the chaff, and generating useful answers to problems facing individuals, organizations, or governments. Accountants, like other tax advisors tasked with herding this seemingly endless stream of tax data, are "cowboys of information" (as Wallace scrawled in his accounting class notes).
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Here is Wallace's description of the bureaucratic war within the IRS, which reflects the larger techno-cultural war described by Weber and Ellul:
At the highest levels, the struggle here was between traditional or "conservative" officials who saw tax and its administration as an arena of social justice and civic virtue, on the one hand, and those more progressive, "pragmatic" policymakers who prized the market model, efficiency, and a maximum return on the investment of the Service's annual budget.
50
Wallace tells us important work is taking place in the seemingly tedious aspects of government. The work is important because it will ultimately play a role in the well-being of other human beings who make up our communities. By studying taxation, we can learn about ourselves and our role within these communities, which brings to mind the views of Joseph Schumpeter: "The fiscal history of a people is above all an essential part of its general history. . . . He who knows how to listen to its message here discerns the thunder of world history more clearly than anywhere else."
51

C. Why the Battle Against Drudgery Matters
To Wallace, the battle against drudgery is one of the central aspects of modern life. Almost all of us must work, whether through employment, 48 Letzler, supra note 15, at 312. running one's own business, or taking care of children, elderly parents, and others. It is no secret that many of these tasks are drone-like and mindless. And Wallace clearly believed that how we deal with boredom will greatly impact our political and personal lives.
From a broader political and social perspective, we must fight boredom and pay attention to public policies and cultural forces that are shaping our future and which may be taking us places we do not necessarily wish to end up. A theme explored by Wallace (as well as Weber and Ellul) is how the mundane aspects of modernity devalue our relationship with others to the point where we no longer see ourselves as individuals mutually bound up in a collective with others. 52 Rather, we are spoiled children and the government is our stern parent that we resent. In his background notes, Wallace wrote, "Weird. In U.S., we expect government and laws to be our superego. We abdicate our responsibility to the greater good of the U.S. and expect [government] to do it. . . . According to Glendenning, we no longer appreciate the importance of paying attention to the small details because we do not care what happens to others-as long as we protect our own entitlements: "What my problem is is the way it seems that we as individual citizens have adopted a corporate attitude. That our ultimate obligation is to ourselves." 55 We fail to appreciate the reality of how our lives are interwoven with those of others to the extent we no longer feel tied within symbiotic relationships with others. Wallace (via Glendenning) suggests this way 52 PALE KING, supra note 1, at 82. 53 See David Foster Wallace, Last name: Rae (unpublished handwritten notes) (on file in the David Foster Wallace Papers Collection at the University of Texas at Austin). 54 PALE KING, supra note 1, at 131-51. 55 Id. at 139. leads to the abyss and, ultimately, to the downfall of Western civilization and the "end of the democratic experiment." 56 In addition to concerns about boredom and its impact on broad societal trends, Wallace also examined how boredom more directly affects the interior lives of individuals. In the Collected Works, I uncovered a twopage essay by Schopenhauer titled On the Vanity of Existence that had been printed off the Internet. 57 In what must be one of the most depressing essays ever written, Schopenhauer lays out concise arguments that life is futile and all of our pathetic strivings are really only a cosmic joke in light of the temporariness of human life: "Time is that by virtue of which everything become nothingness in our hands and loses all real value."
Wallace had written brackets in ink in the margins of certain passages of this essay, although it is unclear the role it played, if any, in directing his work. The bracketed paragraphs read in part as follows:
Life presents itself first and foremost as a task: the task of maintaining itself. . . . If this task is accomplished, what has been gained is a burden, and there then appears a second task: that of doing something with it so as to ward off boredom, which hovers over every secure life like a bird of prey. Thus the first task is to gain something and the second to become unconscious of what has been gained, which is otherwise a burden. . . . [B] oredom is a direct proof that existence is in itself valueless, for boredom is nothing other than the sensation of the emptiness of existence.
Under Schopenhauer's account, there is no point in struggling to endure or master tedium because life-a flash of lightning with eternal darkness on either side-is so utterly pointless. To Schopenhauer, boredom plays a crucial role in explaining life's futility in a passage underlined by Wallace: "[t]his is nature's unambiguous declaration that all the striving of this will is essentially in vain." 56 Id. at 134. Wallace was no stranger to these dark views on the futility of life, as he had struggled with depression throughout much of his life. 58 In the margins of his class notes, he wrote, "Word for Depression: Gloom. Gloom and its sick parody of self-knowledge (always think of self, but all attributes bad)." 59 In his review, Darien Shanske picks up on similar themes within The Pale King, although his focus is placed on the views of Kierkegaard and Heidegger, not Schopenhauer. 60 He notes that philosophers and others "have long argued that there is something particularly boring about modernity resulting from, among other things, the loss of meaning associated with the reduced importance of religion and the rise of leisure and government bureaucracy." 61 A bigger question explored by Wallace in The Pale King: In light of loss due to the finitude of human existence, why strive for anything? Wallace does not appear to directly answer the question, but provides perspectives by telling us stories about adults struggling with work life, something most adults do for the bulk of their lives, often without ever searching for deeper meaning in their activities. Without ever asking "why?"
Despite his at times gloomy tendencies, Wallace offers in The Pale King a more hopeful perspective on the topic of boredom, which he had carefully researched from a variety of academic angles, including sociology, psychology, economics, and management theory. 62 Indeed, boredom has the potential to teach us several lessons. 58 Wallace's struggles with mental illness as well as his committals to mental health hospitals are recounted in his first biography. See MAX, supra note 17, at 135-45. 59 See supra note 24. 
II. LESSONS FROM THE WORLD OF TAX DRUDGERY
A. Lesson One: You Must Accept Life of Drudgery
Given that work can be so boring, why work at all? Wallace suggests the alternative options to working are even less appealing. This theme plays out in its most obvious form in the story of Chris Fogle within an almosthundred-page chapter (which is really a gem of a novella within the novel). 63 One of the novel's most developed characters, Chris spends his near-adulthood as a self-described "wastoid" dodging work and responsibility at every chance, raging against a machine he is too apathetic to learn about. As noted elsewhere, "Here is Wallace's familiar theme of the imprisoned self, which, in refusing to recognize its limitations, turns inward and constructs a more elaborate labyrinth in order to, impossibly, escape from itself." 64 Chris' university years pass in a blur of cannabis and television marathons. But later, as he is watching an episode of the daytime soap opera As the World Turns, 65 he has an awakening, akin to his roommate's girlfriend's Christian conversion, 66 where he realizes that his freedom is largely an illusion. His freedom-his lack of work-turns out to be more boring than trying to engage the world as an adult. Within weeks, he has completely changed his life from apathetic stoner to tie-wearing dedicated tax student. 67 Chris eventually joins the IRS as a lowly first-round tax return examiner or "wiggler" and soon develops a passion for his work.
Eventually the wastoid who raged against the machine learns to embrace it, providing the novel's clearest example of the struggle to become a "successful" adult. When Chris has his awakening, he sees that adulthood involves paying attention to, and taking responsibility for, the needs of others and often requires us to undertake dreary, mind-numbingly boring work to fulfill this function.
Wallace seems to be positing a kind of traditional Maslowian perspective of life. Under Maslow's hierarchy of needs, you need to first provide food and shelter for yourself and/or others, then you can move up to the next levels of Maslow's triangle to seek happiness, fulfillment, love, and potentially enlightenment. 68 In particular, turning our focus to the welfare of others helps us to escape the prison of the self and gain new appreciation for both our own personal limits and potentials.
B. Lesson Two: You Can Learn to Pay Attention to Life Despite Drudgery
Another perspective developed in The Pale King is that you can pay attention and learn about life's meaning even amidst drudgery. examine the baby. The baby's "fierce" appearance unsettles the worker to the point where he begins to be intimated and even to fear the baby. 72 The chapter ends with the baby uttering a word-"Well?"-much to the astonishment of the IRS agent.
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Wallace seems to be suggesting that we need to maintain focus to ensure that we are mindful of the present. This theme is developed in part through the character of Shane Drinion, another IRS auditor who passionately cares about his work. Drinion is a meditation champion (!) who, near the novel's end, hovers discretely above his chair as he speaks to a married work partner on whom he bears a secret crush. 74 The hovering is presumably a reference to the levitation allegedly attained by devout meditators.
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Wallace anticipated the current cultural trend that encourages mindfulness through meditation, yoga and other practices that try to shut out the tsunami of information within modern life that distracts us from appreciating our daily lived experiences. 76 In the Collected Works, there are more references to Drinion, whom Wallace may have planned for a larger 72 See Zelenak, supra note 2, at 983-84 (maintaining that this toddler is the Pale King of the book's title). This development would also not surprise Weber and Ellul who argued that modernity demands that all pursuits be rationalized under instrumental purposes (hence yoga and meditation are useful only to the extent they enhance worker efficiency). See supra text accompanying notes 39-44.
role within The Pale King; at one point, for instance, Wallace writes in his accounting class notes an audit letter from the character's point of view.
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The theme surrounding mindfulness is also developed in This is Water, Wallace's well-known 1999 commencement speech at Kenyon College (and which eventually was published as a little book):
The really important kind of freedom involves attention and awareness and discipline, and being able truly to care about other people and to sacrifice for them over and over in myriad petty, unsexy ways every day. . . . [True freedom] means being conscious and aware enough to choose what you pay attention to and to choose how you construct meaning from experience. Because if you cannot exercise this kind of choice in adult life, you will be totally hosed. . . .
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In this speech, Wallace more clearly makes his argument that we need to carefully focus on the ways we interact with our environment and others; only through this careful attention are we able to obtain the needed judgment to evaluate how our actions promote "right" outcomes.
C. Lesson Three: You Can Find Passion in Drudgery
Tax matters, it seems, offer a perfect background against which Wallace explores his theme of mindfulness. For instance, on the surface tax law may seem a mishmash of near-incomprehensible technical jargon. The Internal Revenue Code (Code) itself runs on for several thousand pages of dense print. Notably, each chapter of The Pale King is headed by the same symbol (" §") that is used for every Code section. So the design of The Pale King is like the Code itself: a law that is fractal and near-incoherent, perhaps more so than any other law.
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In an email to his friend and fellow novelist sorts of weird conundrums about ethics and civics and consent of the governed built in. For me it's a bit like math: I have no talent for it but find it still erotically interesting." 80 Wallace recognized that, below the surface, something approaching beauty can, in rare instances, be detected. Similarly, senior tax academics and practitioners sometimes maintain that over the course of many years of study or practice, tax law begins to reveal patterns and symmetries within an intricate design that, like Joyce's Archangel Michael, is "glorious and terrible" to behold. 81 How does one survive the tedium to get glimpses of such terror and beauty? As one character in The Pale King puts it:
The key is the ability, whether innate or conditioned, to find the other side of the rote, the picayune, the meaningless, the repetitive, the pointlessly complex. To be, in a word, unborable. . . . It is the key to modern life. If you are immune to boredom, there is literally nothing you cannot accomplish.
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In this way, The Pale King provides a stunning refutation of Schopenhauer's notion that boredom shows us that life is futile. Indeed, several characters appear to transcend what most would call "boring work" so that they thrive and flourish. As we have seen, the concept of boredom has varied over time to take on a new meaning within the modern ageperhaps best encapsulated by the French word ennui that suggests a feeling of listlessness derived from a lack of excitement. Accordingly, boredom is a socially constructed phenomenon that is not real in any objective sense; rather, it is a state of mind that can be altered by the individual.
Here, Wallace shows us that it is all in the eye of the beholder: one person's boredom is another's passion. How does one transform drudgery into ecstasy? According to Wallace, a combination of dedication and luck should do the trick.
Wallace suggests that, if we are lucky, we can discover our passion through work, while recognizing that a significant portion of the workforce fail to find this passion. With respect to the IRS, Wallace estimates that 80 MAX, supra note 17, at 292. understand the financial implications of their decisions, and so helps them prosper and, in some senses, makes the world a better place.
Soon after the substitute's class, Chris Fogle gets a haircut, buys a "dark-gray ventless wool suit with a tight vertical weave and double-pleat trousers, as well as a bulky box-plaid jacket with wide notched lapels" (this is the mid-1980s after all) and applies to the IRS. 86 
III. CONCLUSION
The Pale King uses the world of tax policy and government tax practice to propel themes surrounding boredom in the workplace and how to persevere in the often tedious adult world. In many ways, the study of tax and tax bureaucracy proved a perfect foil for Wallace's efforts to explore these larger themes. For many workers in tax and other fields, monotony hovers like Schopenhauer's "bird of prey," threatening to crush their spirits.
Wallace suggests that how these individuals handle work boredom, pay attention to details, and care for the welfare of others determines to a large extent whether they blossom into full-fledged "successful" adults. In his view, a lucky minority can also find passion and fulfillment through their work lives.
The vast bulk of our lives, the monotonous bits of work, study, childcare, and so on, are rarely portrayed in literature because to do so seems, well, boring. Wallace shows how these boring bits are just as or possibly more important than the dramatic life events traditionally set out in works of fiction. To Wallace, our lives do not follow a pre-ordained three act structure; rather, our lives are, like the Code, jagged and fractal.
Hence, we need to focus on the moment and the implications of the choices we make within that moment-despite the distraction and disengagement provoked by (allegedly) dull activities. At its core, the defining struggle of many adults is how to deal with workplace boredom. Wallace's characters bravely persevere, most finding a kind of grace and focus to their day to day existence.
